Children ' 
Introduction
Far North Queensland's ecosystems are some of the most diverse in the and valuable in the world, ranging from the Great Barrier Reef to tropical rainforests, and naturally air conditioned tablelands (Westoby, 2005) . These ecosystems are sources of clean air, water and primary production, so their maintenance is essential to our survival. Young children will be the future environmental caretakers of Australia's precious resources; so it is essential that they have an understanding of and appreciation for the role, value and function of the environment. Michaels (2009) notes that "Early connections to the environment and environmental sustainability are a basis for the future, as children will grow into young adults with an affinity for the environment and the Earth, and into adults who are able to make genuine contributions and informed decisions about climate change, global warming and sustainability" (20 -21 ). Yet with increasingly crowded curricula, focus on academic etropic 9 (2010): Sorin & Gordon, Frogs in the Drain success, and the popularity of the media culture (television, computers, video games, etc.) many children today suffer from what Louv (2008) calls "nature deficit disorder." "Nature deficit disorder describes the human costs of alienation from nature, among them: diminished use of the senses, attention difficulties, and higher rates of physical and emotional illnesses" (p. 36). An extensive study of children's conceptualisations of the environment highlighted this attitude:
In general, the majority of young people see the environment as 'something out there' -a place, possibly including living plants and animals, but essentially separate from themselves" (Loughland, Reid, Walker & Petocz, 2003 in Martin, 2007 Reassuringly, Louv states that nature deficit disorder can be recognised and reversed through a positive physical connection or reunion to the outside world.
The research presented here aimed to develop data collection tools and methodologies, taking an arts-based approach, to discover children's perceptions of their environment and to begin to understand how young children perceive the tropical landscape in which they live. As Cornett (2007) notes, "The arts are viewed as indispensable sources of cultural and historical information, givers of diverse perspectives and values and remarkable tools to make meaning" (p.2). Louv (2008) states that the arts stimulate learning, particularly in learning about and interacting with nature. However, the opposite is true, where "nature education stimulates cognitive learning and creativity, and reduced attention deficit (p. 138). "Can we teach children to look at a flower and see all the things it represents: beauty, the health of an ecosystem, and the potential for healing?" (137).
Methodology
This research took an Arts approach, with main foci drawing and storytelling. According to Crook (1985 in Barazza, 1999 , researchers who have used drawing as a data collection tool have recognized "that the content of children's drawings may provide insight into their thoughts and feelings about the world (Crook, 1985, p. 49) . But "we cannot take children's drawings as printouts of their mental images of the topics drawn" (Jolley, 2009, p. 114 ) so storytelling, when it occurred, was an important source of information. 
School 1
In School 1 is located on the Queensland coast, with the city's main attractions its proximity to the Great Barrier Reef and tropical rainforests. Tourism is a major focus of the economy.
Two classes from this school were recruited: a Year 2 and a Year ¾ class.
As an introduction to data collection, the researchers read to the class and discussed the book Window by Jeannie Baker. Window tells the story of a boy growing up in an increasingly industrialised landscape. Butler (2008) describes the story as follows:
In the first panel a woman stands at the window, holding a baby, looking out at bush teeming with bird life and plants, with wooded hills beyond. The double-page spreads follow the view from the window as the baby grows up. And as he grows, the landscape seen through his window changes, reflecting the impact of the expanding community.
The trees and birds gradually disappear, to be replaced by houses, roads and supermarkets. Following the book and discussion, children were asked to draw what they saw in their environment from their window. As children worked, their comments were recorded in notes were taken by the teacher and researchers and, when they had finished their drawing, they had the option of writing or telling a story about it, and also of sharing what they had drawn with the class.
School 2
School 2 is in a rural town, situated along a main road and close to regional centres.
Surrounded by schlerophyl forest, this town is located is considered to have an ideal climate.
Small in numbers, the two classes in the school were recruited for this research: a Preparatory to Year 3 class, and a Years 4 to 7 class. The data collection procedure was the same as School 1, where Window was read and discussed and children were asked to draw what they saw in their environment from their window. Again, children's comments were recorded as they worked and they were given the storytelling option upon completion of their drawings.
School 3
School 3 is located in a remote, drought-stricken farming community, with eucalypts and open woodlands. Most children live on farms some distance from the school and are bussed to classes. A two-class school, children from the Preparatory to Year 4 class were recruited for this research.
By this stage of methodological development, the researchers had decided that the book and discussion had too great an influence on the drawings, and that making storytelling optional limited our understandings of what was in the drawings. So it was decided to take a role-play arts-based approach with this data collection.
The researchers entered the class in the role of tourists from Scotland and Canada (both researchers have migrated to Australia from overseas), wanting to see and learn more about the children's local environment. As the children were keen to help, they were asked to draw pictures and tell stories about their pictures. While they worked, their comments were noted etropic 9 (2010): Sorin & Gordon, Frogs in the Drain by the teacher and researchers, and when their drawings were finished, they told or wrote a story about their work and shared the drawings and stories with the class. The researchers/ tourists thanked the children and left to look for the plants and animals children had put in their drawings.
As pre-planned, the researchers/tourists returned to the class, having "seen" much of what was in the drawings, but disappointed to not have seen any frogs. The children's response were further drawings of where frogs could be seen, and a tour to the school toilets, where frogs were hiding in the drain.
Data were analysed quantitatively, by counting whether objects such as trees and houses were present in the drawings, and qualitatively by looking at elements of design such as line, colour and shape, and attempting to classify the mood of the drawing. Information from stories added to our understandings of the drawings. School 1, as might be expected from the urban school, had the greatest number of houses, buildings, vehicles and roads in the drawings. This group also had the most representations of the sun, and hills or mountains. Animals were limited in their drawings.
Findings Quantitative assessment
Surrounded by forest, School 2 had a higher percentage of trees in their pictures than the other schools. They also had considerably more fences, and more grass and vegetation.
Schools 1 and 2 showed a much higher number of windows in the drawings, which is like to have been the influence of the book.
School 3, located in a drought stricken area, surprisingly showed more water than the other schools, possibly due to the community concerns about water affecting the children. There was a notable absence of windows, which was probably due to removal of the book for data collection. Animals, both wild and domestic, were much more strongly represented in these drawings than in the others. This might be due to prior study the class had done about bush animals, as reported by the teacher and some children. Dirt, rather than vegetation, was more prominent in this school.
Qualitative assessment
Qualitatively, drawings were examined for line, shape, colour and mood. Together with content, this gave insight into children's perceptions of their environment. The stories the children gave that were catalysed by the drawings enhanced the researchers' understanding of the drawings. Where the narratives were not included it was often difficult to discern what was in the drawings.
Children in this research showed an awareness of their environment and generally seemed to feel positive about it. The arts appeared to provide children with the tools to use to express their ideas, particularly in contexts such as with the visiting researchers/ tourists, where the drawings were essentially road maps for visitors to explore the local environment. But
